The Saint Sebastian by Andrea del Castagno recently acquired by The Metropolitan Museum of Art is a strikingly simple picture. Castagno has painted the saint as a thin and wiry youth, tied naked to a tree trunk. Deeply wounded by the arrows of his executioners, he stands alone on the top of a hill against a clear blue sky, his head raised up toward an angel who brings him the crown and palm of martyrdom. Behind him in the distance a river flows through a green valley, and beyond on the horizon is a range of barren hills. The solid and sculptural feeling of the figure, the straightforward, almost violent action of the angel, and the unusually broad and spacious landscape in which the scene is set immediately command attention. The picture is a significant addition to the collections, not only because of its quality but also because of its importance in the development of painting during the Renaissance.
sophisticated Romans his intransigent and sectarian arguments must have sounded somewhat like the Communist party line when it is carried to extremes today. The Emperor Diocletian, hearing of his activities, condemned him to be put to death by his archers. They took him to the Palatine Hippodrome, shot him until he looked "like a hedgehog," and left him for dead. But Irene, a devout woman, nursed him and brought him back to life (an incident in the story so beautifully represented by Georges de la Tour in the painting from Berlin recently exhibited in this Museum). Soon afterwards he confronted the emperor on the steps of the temple of Hercules and reproached him publicly for his persecution of the Christians. This time the emperor had him clubbed to death and thrown into the Cloaca Maxima, the great sewer of Rome, so that the Christians would not revere him as a martyr. On the following day, however, the saint revealed the whereabouts of his body to Saint Lucy and asked that he be buried near the apostles.
At first, in the early Christian churches, he is represented among the other martyrs, fully clothed, holding his attribute, an arrow. During the Middle Ages he became the patron saint
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The Sometimes the saint is shown covering a kneeling crowd with his cloak to protect them from the shafts which the Almighty rains down from above, as in the fresco by Benozzo Gozzoli in Sant' Agostino at San Gimignano. The scene with the archers is the most frequent. In this he is naked, tied to a column and shot at by his tormentors in the presence of the emperor, as in the panel by Semitecolo (dated 1367) in the library at Padua or the fourteenth-century triptych in the cathedral of Florence.
At the beginning of the fifteenth century there appears the type to which our picture belongs, in which the saint is shown alone, wounded by arrows, sometimes with an angel. Here the subject has become symbolic of man's body afflicted by disease. This was in accord with the new Renaissance preoccupation with man's physical nature, as is the youthful appearance of the saint, who had previously almost always been shown with a beard. In the Crucifixion (National Gallery, London). Resurrection (Frick Collection, New York). David, painting on a leather shield (National Gallery, Washington).
There is a variety of styles in these paintings that has made it difficult for historians to agree on a chronological order for them. But Castagno's whole activity as a painter did not last more than eighteen years at the most. He is said to have been precocious; even so, it is hardly likely that he had developed a mature style when he died at the age of thirty-four. A young man learning to paint in the Florence of his day, witnessing the experiments and innovations of such giants as Ghiberti, Brunelleschi, Donatello, and Masaccio, would naturally himself have tried every kind of style in seeking that which would suit his talents best.
With so little to judge by and such variety of style, it is a problem to place the Saint Sebastian in relation to the other paintings of Castagno. The small number of panels makes it especially difficult. The tempera technique allows more detailed and finished work and creates differences in style in comparison with the broader and more spontaneous technique of fresco.
To establish the place of our picture in Castagno's work it will be necessary to proceed by isolating in it those qualities of the painter's style and method which are basic to his way of seeing and working and which must, therefore be present to some extent in all of his work They will be found in the emotional content of his pictures-in his way of expressing meaningand in the different ways in which he defines form. The keynote of Castagno's representation of Saint Sebastian is restraint. The scene is reduced to its simplest terms: no executioners, no emperor, no architecture. The story is told by the physical appearance of the saint, his strong young body deeply wounded by the arrows, by the direct flight of the angel, who comes down like a bolt from heaven, and by the setting high above a distant landscape with a broad horizon. There is no distortion, no violence of expression. One feels that sentiment is consciously and wilfully suppressed.
The details on this
The Saint Sebastian is an excellent example of Castagno's feeling for plastic form. Drawing was to him a secondary part of his art. He was The angel bringing the palm and crown of martyrdom, from Castagno's Saint Sebastian more sensitive to volume than to line-a sculptor painter rather than a draughtsman. When he used line it had vitality and strength but always a certain stiffness and lack of feeling. He rarely used it to define roundness, but rather as a continuous outline marking the boundaries within which he modeled form by light and shade. Perhaps he derived this sense of outline from Uccello, with whom it was a characteristic. Obvious examples of it are in the legs of the Saint Sebastian, his neck, and his face. Line is used to define form only in the toes of the right foot and to a very limited degree in the bend of the arms and on the left hip.
This silhouette outline recurs in varying degrees in many of his works: in the legs of the Saint Julian and in the heads of the Berlin Assumption, in the bodies of Christ and the thieves in the London Crucifixion, and in the head of Queen Tomyris from the Villa Legnaia. But Castagno clearly did not feel at ease in the use of line, and as he developed, it occurs less and less. In the Annunziata frescoes and in the Niccolo da Tolentino it has practically disappeared.
As we look at this picture, the first thing that draws our attention is the tough, muscular body held up against the sky. One is acutely aware of its hard, round quality. This is due to strong light which shines on the figure from the left in contrast to the gently diffused light in the rest of the painting. However, it is not simply a question of solidity, for one also feels the inner structure of muscle and bone that give it vitality. The arms, the shoulders, the legs are all eminently capable of action. The same impression is given by the hard, almost metallic form of the angel, which is revealed by the folds of the drapery. There is solidity everywhere in the picture, in the tree trunk, in the rocks, and in the hills in the background.
The Vasari writes of the beauty of the angels which Castagno painted "in the air, which had not hitherto been done." What was new in Castagno's angels was the combination of movement with solidity of form. Angels bringing crowns from heaven occur frequently in medieval painting, but they are almost always disembodied creatures whose wings and drapery serve in most cases as linear decorative patterns.
6l from Masaccio's Expulsion of Adam and Eve. In cacci chapel, Santa Maria del Carmine, Florence
Here the subject is treated with extraordinary naturalism, not only in the body, which is articulated and visible through the drapery, but in the movement, which is that of flight, with, at the same time, an effort to slow down a headlong impetus with the outstretched wings. The large scale of the angel in relation to the saint somehow enhances the sense of actuality.
Castagno used angels in several of his compositions, although none have quite the originality of this one. In the Berlin Assumption four of them hold up the canopy of clouds on which the Virgin is rising to heaven. The folds of their draperies, and the way in which they reveal the body beneath, are the same. But they have not the same bold volume nor the sense of purpose. Indeed, they still seem quite linear and decorative by comparison. This is consistent with the rest of the picture, which, with its gold background, is the most conservative work we have of Castagno's hand.
In Although he may well have worked out this new interpretation for himself, nevertheless it is tempting to think that it is another lesson learned in the Brancacci Chapel. There, in the Expulsion of Adam and Eve from Paradise, the Archangel, though different in many details, has a similar upright position and movement, the same sense of volume, the same drapery pushed forward by the knee, the same expression, and about the same relation in scale to the figures.
The landscape is one of the most extraordinary aspects of the Saint Sebastian, and it seems unique in the first half of the fifteenth century. The treatment of space is essential to the general effect and one of the chief causes of the picture's freshness and breadth of conception. Just as one is aware of the three-dimensional quality of the figure, or in other words of the existence of the parts of it which one does not see, so one feels very vividly the presence of a great, almost limitless body of space or air behind it.
Castagno has succeeded in giving this impression partly by using two sources for the light, which is broad and diffused in the landscape and concentrated from the left on the figures. This sets the figures forward in sharp relief, seemingly almost at the plane of the frame. The effect is increased by the gradation of the sky 132 from a fairly intense blue above to almost white at the horizon and by the composition of the landscape itself, which leads the eye step by step into the distance: first the flat, slightly rising foreground, then the drop into the green river valley (before the color was worn away this must have been dramatically emphasized by the small white house with a red roof on the brow of the hill just to the left of the figure), and finally the semicircular bowl surrounded by hills, which creates, so to speak, a half-cylinder shape, a niche of space behind the figure.
All Unfortunately very little is known about Castagno's early works. There is no indication of what the Hanging Rebels looked like. The frescoes in San Tarasio, painted in 1442, are the first about which we can form an opinion, although even this cannot be accurate because they are so difficult to see. They appear to have some of the elements later characteristic of his work, but they are much more medieval. The same is true of the stained-glass Deposition in the cathedral. If we examine the next dated painting, the Berlin Assumption of 1449, we find a considerable advance in every sense, not only on these two earlier works, but also on the Saint Sebastian. This leads to the conclusion that our panel was probably done in about 1445, after Castagno's return from Venice and when he had been in the atmosphere of Florence long enough to be completely aware of all the innovations there and to shake off the remaining influences of his retardataire master.
This was the dawn of the Renaissance when the first great men, Masaccio, Donatello, Brunelleschi, had produced their masterpieces, and it is the mood of this generation, which still combined faith with a universal curiosity about nature, that is reflected in the Saint Sebastian. The treatment of the theme is no longer a medieval account of torture, nor an almost pagan image as it would be later in the High Renaissance; it is a union of devotional feeling with the new admiration for the beauty of the human body. In the simplicity of its symbolism, it is perhaps the earliest example of a type that remained popular through the High Renaissance into the seventeenth century, one of the finest examples of which, by Botticelli, was recently seen here with the Berlin collections.
The placing of the martyred Saint Sebastian, the symbol of human suffering, before a broad panorama is a parallel in painting to Petrarch's reflections on the vanity of man when he reached the summit of Mount Ventoux and saw the whole of Provence stretched out before him. The landscape with its sensitivity to nature, its rendering of atmosphere, is a particularly vivid reflection of the spirit of the period. Alberti, perhaps the most typical of Renaissance men, was moved to tears when he saw fine trees and was cured of an illness by the sight of a beautiful landscape.
It is the combination of the youth and freshness of the painter with elements so representative of this time in history which make the Saint Sebastian a living example of what Michelet so admirably characterized as the achievement of the Renaissance: "the discovery of nature and the discovery of man."
TECHNICAL NOTES
The technique of the Saint Sebastion is the tempera technique that was used throughout the fourteenth century. The iridescent colors in the angel's wing were traditional in this method and were created with a bluish purple glaze applied over a red underground.
The only sign of recognition of the new oil techniques is in the landscape, in the foreground. Here a glaze of oil mixed with green (copper resinate) was painted over an under painting in tempera. With time, in such a glaze, the oil darkens, becomes brown, and the green loses its intensity. Evidence of the oil darkening is plainly visible around some of the plants. All these passages that are now brownish were originally much lighter and brighter green.
The painting is on an Italian poplar panel 31/2 centimeters thick. This is made of two approximately equal pieces, the joint running roughly through the center of the figure. The frame molding is old in part and seems to occupy its original position. The gesso is a little thicker than usual in such paintings. The gesso grosso, or basic layer, is reinforced with long, coarse, hemp-like fibers mixed in and applied with it. These are thicker along the joint and are responsible for the heavier horizontal crackle lines.
The surface of the paint has suffered some wear and, in restricted areas, severe damage. Owing perhaps to a candle which stood in front of it the paint was almost entirely destroyed in portions of the figure. The lost passages have been restored and are a good example of reconstruction based on available evidence.
The wear is even throughout, the worst losses having occurred in the foreground, where some of the modeling of the ground and even some of the shadows cast by stones and the tree stumps have almost disappeared. The angel's face and the forehead and chin of the saint have also lost much of their original form and color.
The pentimenti around the angel, the saint's arms and torso, and his left foot are due to alterations in color applied over the surrounding surfaces. Judging by the unbroken crackle pattern, these must have been done at about the time when the whole picture was painted.
The Saint Sebastian before restoration They are doubtless due to changes in drawing made by the artist himself, although the clumsy drawing of the toe of the left foot might indicate the hand of a pupil.
X-rays show no evidence of a different form near the shoulders and arms, but they do reveal that originally the angel was larger and that his head was further forward.
